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THE PRODUCTION OF PASTURE SEEDS
-

facts and figures

By B. J. QUINLIVAN, M.Sc. (Agric), B.A., Adviser, Biological Services Division

THE production of grass and legume pasture seeds in Western Australia has expanded
noticeably in the last two or three years. With this expansion has come some publicity,
at times accurate at other times not so accurate.

The comments and statistics in this
article aim to place the current position
in a more correct perspective. At the same
time they may provide some general
guidance to potential seed producers on
the factors which influence the rather
turbulent market for pasture seed.

Background

Pasture seed production in Western
Australia began in a small way with subterranean clover in the early 1900's. At
that time the seed was not threshed
from the pod; the burrs were raked, put
into bags and sold as such.
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Subterranean clover
Barrel medic
Rye Grass ....
Lupins
Rose clover
Bladder clover
Cupped clover
...
Snail medic
Serradella ....
Veldt grass
Brome grass
...
Cocksfoot
Phalaris
Other (Buffel grass, saitbush,
blue bush, etc.)

1961/62

1962/63

1963/64

Value of
1963/64
Production

Tons

Tons

Tons

£

2,437
37
100
571
3

2,907
110
119
400
3
2
1
2
9
12
17
1
1

5
7
4
1
2
3

5,473
1,278
376
531
41
5
8
5
30
5
1
4
1

773,000
379,000

•

136,000

2
1,288,000

Based on data from Bureau of Census and Statistics, production in each instance taken to the
nearest ton.
Journal of Agriculture, Vol 6 No 1 1965

Testing certified
subterranean
clover
seed samples
in
the
Department of Agriculture Seeds
Laboratory.
A high standard
of purity and germination is
required

Production expanded in the 1920's Eastern States.
This seed consisted
under the stimulus of the group settle- mainly of the Yarloop, Geraldton and
ment scheme in the lower South-West and Woogenellup strains of subterranean
the first graded seed appeared in quantity clover. Some locally harvested seed was
in the 1930's. A steady expansion con- sold to overseas countries but the total
tinued up to the late 1950's when some Australian export in seeds amounts to
2,500 tons of subterranean clover seed only a few hundred tons each year.
and smaller quantities of lupins and rye
Provided wheat and wool prices remain
grass were harvested. At this stage the stable, a steady expansion of both intertotal value of the crop was some £500,000 state and overseas sales can be expected.
a year.
In the long term the overseas market to
the United States, parts of South America,
Spain and other Mediterranean countries
Current Position
The changing production pattern over may prove more rewarding, if adequate
the last two or three years is best illus- promotion is given. Most sales which have
trated by reference to the table, which taken place have originated from buyer
gives details for each species and also in- enquiries.
cludes an estimate of the value of the
Some 80 per cent, of the seed harvested
1963-64 crop. Two outstanding features is sold and planted in Western Australia
are immediately apparent; one is the so it is the factors affecting this local
two-fold increase in subterranean clover market which are of prime importance to
seed production over two years, and the the seed producer.
other is the more than ten-fold increase
in barrel medic production in one year.
The Changing Demand
Western Australia has 28,000,000 acres
The Market for Pasture Seeds
of cleared land and 9,000,000 acres of
Western Australia imports small quanti- improved pasture (Fig. 1). This means
ties of some pasture seeds but overall is that there are 19,000,000 acres of cleared
a net exporter. In the 1963-64 season land, mainly in the cereal and sheep
over 1,000 tons of seed were sold in the districts, which still could be sown to
5
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pasture. This represents at first sight an
enormous potential market but closer
examination of past and current trends
reveals some pitfalls for the overoptimistic. A potential market is only one
of the prerequisites for a large thriving
seed industry. The right product must
also be available, and then the product
must be sold.
It is only in the last few years that a
suitable range of legume pasture species
have been developed for the cereal and
sheep districts. The Dwalganup strain
of subterranean clover was useful in
certain districts and on some soil types
but its range and adaptability was limited.
The more recent types Geraldton subterranean clover, Cyprus barrel medic, harbinger medic, and rose, helmet and
cupped clovers have provided a better
range and these to some extent have
satisfied the need for a suitable product.
At the same time there is plenty of scope
for further improvement.
Finally of course the product must be
sold. The main impetus for pasture establishment comes from Department of
Agriculture advisers and private group
advisers. The private group advisers are
beginning to make their presence felt and
the increased sowing of pasture seeds in

the last two years is in part attributable
to their efforts. Even so, the increase in
acreage of improved pastures has only
just kept pace with the increase in cleared
land (see graph below). Even if the
present usage of pasture seeds was doubled
it would take 20 years before all or most
of the cleared land was sown to pastures.
To return to the more immediate future,
provided seasonal conditions are favourable and wheat and wool prices remain
reasonably stable, there is no reason to
expect a decline in the present rate of
consumption. There will probably be a
steady overall increase, coupled with
shifts in demand from species to species
in accordance with the latest technical
recommendations.
Potential Supply of Seed
Western Australia is in a particularly
good position to produce seed of annual
legumes and grasses on a large scale.
Each year some 1,000,000 acres of new
land is cleared, much of it along the south
coast where the growing season is six or
seven months. It has been found that if
heavier seed and fertiliser applications
are used good subterranean clover seed
crops can be grown in the first year on
this new land. Similarly in more inland
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is only just keeping pace with the increase in cleared land.
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The increase in acreage of improved pastures
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A modern suction seed harvesting

machine

collecting

districts good yields of barrel medic can
be obtained on suitable soil types. The
paddocks generally being used are large,
open, and only gently undulating, and
are suitable for the operation of modern
harvesting machines. Finally, very little
if any rain falls in the summer months
and this ensures ideal harvesting conditions.
The development of suction harvesting
machines in the last few years has enabled this potential to be exploited.
Suction harvesters are now used to
harvest most of the more important
small-seeded legume crops—subterranean
clover, barrel medic, and rose clover—and
the expansion of the last few years would
not have been possible without these
machines. Most of the earlier harvesting
machines were based on the sheep skin
roller and were farmer-constructed.
There are now no technical limitations
to the supply of seed being tremendously
increased in a very short time.
Price Fluctuations

High priced seed generally is planted
by seed producers only. Most farmers who
are not interested in seed production tend
to think in terms of about 10s. an acre

subterranean clover seed on a paddock at Pingelly

as a reasonable outlay on seed for establishing legume pastures. If the cost rises
well beyond this point the demand falls
off sharply. Frequently the high seed price
in such an instance stimulates interest
in seed production, the following year the
volume harvested increases, and in order
to attract enough buyers to clear the crop
the price falls.
A classic illustration of the rapid
changes in supply, demand and price is
found with Cyprus barrel medic over the
last two years. In 1962-63 a total of 110
tons of Cyprus seed was harvested and
tb's was eventually sold at about 7s. a
pound. This attractive price greatly
stimulated production and the following
year 1278 tons were harvested. Not all
of this s-'Pd was sold but when the inevitable price fall took place about half
was eventually sold for sowing at about
3s. a pound. In other words a drop in
price of this order combined with a greater
awareness of the value of the species
caused a many-fold increase in demand.
Papid changes in supply and demand
of this magnitude with consequent price
movements are not uncommon with pasture seed. This applies not only in
Journal of Agriculture, Vol 6 No 1 1965

Western Australia but also in overseas
countries. The following quote from an
eminent United States authority on this
point is relevant:
Seed production geared to seed
needs—what an ideal goal this would
be for small seeded legume and grass
seeds. There would be no shortages
and burdensome surpluses would not
be a problem. This may seem like an
idle dream in view of historical fact
which has often been feast or famine.
(Grassland Seeds—W. A. Wheeler
and D. D. Hill).

Summary

The overall demand for pasture seed
will probably continue to increase steadily,
provided wheat and wool prices remain
reasonably stable, but there will be rapid
changes in demand for some species and
price stability cannot be anticipated.
Potential seed producers should also keep
in mind the fact that production of any
particular species can be increased many
times over in the space of a year and that
an undersupply one year with consequent
high prices can be followed the next
season by an oversupply and a spectacular
fall in prices.
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best value in Australia!
• FULLY AUTOMATIC
*LOWESTOPERATING
COST
•LONGER LIFE
* FAMOUS SOUTHERN
CROSS ENGINE

Full range of sets
available from I and
H Kilowatt D.C. sets
to 35 K.V.A. 3 phase
A.C. Electric Power
Units

It's just like city power—switch on
a light and your set starts; the last
light to be switched off at bedtime
stops the set—a big convenience feature in the SOUTHERN CROSS 2.9
K.V.A. and 6 K.V.A. Single Phase 240 volt, A.C. Generating
Sets. Minimum voltage drop with changing loads gives you
better performance and longer life from appliances. Low
operating cost is assured from the famous SOUTHERN
CROSS Air-cooled Diesel Engines—the most reliable power
units made. In all you get better electrical output with a
SOUTHERN CROSS Generating Set. Install this essential
living necessity now!
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SOUTHERN
CROSS
MACHINERY
PTY. LTD.

PERTH: 290-298 Whatley Crescent, Ma viands.
Phone: Perth 716141.
FIELD ADVISERS:
GSRALDTON: G. Swepstone, 24 Crowther Street.
Phone 761.
KATANNING: G. L. Pry, Lot 89, Cnr. Golf Links Road
and Kemble Terrace. Phone 625.
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